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WAKING UP TO THE HORRORS of a fire taking over her rental, Lila struggles to get out and stay alive. It’s too soon for something so threatening to challenge her fresh start in a new place. Right when Rockford is starting to seem like more than a stepping stone to something better elsewhere, she’s lost it all. 

Having to pick up the pieces and replace all that was burned is easier with Tommy offering her a place to stay. Despite the back-and-forth and hot-and-cold nature of their friendship, she begins to wonder if this reclusive fireman only wants to save her and give her space to move forward. Or if something more meaningful could be lurking beneath the surface between them. 

As the anniversary of when he lost his best friend looms closer, Tommy struggles to navigate the balance of wanting Lila but not deciding everything for her. Warring between wanting to hurry this investigation of the fire to see how much further they can explore friendship, and also to avoid overstepping, he is tense and unsure about how to proceed with her getting under his skin and fitting into his life. 

It’s not easy for either of them to depend on each other with their pasts. But when someone else butts in between them, another warning pops up to confuse them, and the attraction simmers too hot, what can they do? With one foot in town and the other poised to leave and run after her temporary job is over, which way is she supposed to look for peace now? 
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LILA

Grit covered my eyes. It sat there, pressing my lids down with a grimy, heavy dullness. Yet, the faint urge to open them cut through the haziness of sleep. 

I gave up earlier. I just couldn’t take it anymore. 

On the Mondayest Monday to ever be had, I was sick of Murphy’s law and everything going wrong. From pervy Brandt showing up unexpected in the morning, acting like he was a real landlord who cared about my concerns yet showed up out of the blue to accomplish nothing but checking me out. Then Adam pulling that stupid stunt of yanking on the fire alarm for more stress no one needed. For the rest of the day, I’d struggled to focus after that kiss, when Tommy pulled me aside for a stolen moment of pure heat and need. 

It was a tossup if my headache was more from sinus pressure or the itchy, irritable bother of my eyes. Allergies sucked. I wasn’t doing myself any favors by straining my eyes, reading and grading late into the evening either. 

So, I caved. I had to get better sleep. I was tired. Confused-excited about Tommy making a move and letting me make one on him too. I was stressed. Sleep was the priority before I fell into bed. 

Taking that antihistamine should’ve countered the symptoms of these fall allergies. 

But, as I furrowed my brow and tried to sluggishly open my eyes, I tried to connect the dots. 

I had taken those pills, right? I didn’t just think about taking the allergy medicine but had actually done it?

Drowsiness clung to me, twisting up my half-conscious thoughts. Was I lucid dreaming? Waking up? A gunky thickness in my throat seemed to suffocate me. 

I couldn’t breathe right. 

My throat hadn’t been that irritated earlier. 

I couldn’t wake up fully. 

Those drugs weren’t sedatives. 

Rolling over in a loopy blur of semi-awareness, I drew a deep breath to get over this fit of tossing and turning when I should’ve been knocked out for a solid stretch of slumber. 

That was what did it. Inhaling deeper tickled too much. It wasn’t just my throat that felt funny, like it was swollen or something else was wrong with it, something beyond allergies. My nostrils burned. My mouth was hot, filled with something that didn’t taste right. 

Something that didn’t smell right. 

Smoke. 

Coughing lightly, I stirred and fought to pry my lids open. 

This wasn’t a lucid dream. 

This wasn’t a wacky vision after taking that medicine meant to chill my reaction to ragweed and pollen. 

It was a nightmare. 

A real nightmare. 

“Oh, shit.” I could barely utter it, a knee-jerk reaction to the sight that greeted me. Red, orange, and yellow flames blurred as they danced and spread from the bathroom. The door wasn’t a clear rectangular shape anymore, the fire claiming the wood quickly. 

I scrambled to sit up in bed, clumsy with my movements as I coughed and coughed. Every inhale I sucked in to brace for another hard exhale of my lungs made my throat sear even hotter. Pain coated me inside out as I leaned down, rolling to slump off the bed. 

Fuck!

Fucking fuck! 

Panic roused me. Adrenaline hit sharp and hard, making my heart race more than it already was with the smoke filling the room. 

I dropped to the floor, my hands and knees taking the brunt of the fall. Sticking low to the ground, I blinked and blinked, forcing my eyes to cooperate while the drugs still kept me too slow to react. 

Move. 

Get out. 

Find a way out!

The layout of this small house was simple. Limited square footage was offered, but it was more than enough for what I would need for just these few months I was supposed to be here. One story was the extent of this place, but it was sectioned off. Small rooms cut off any sense of open spaciousness. Walls and doors blocked off a clear route to dash out of the main bedroom, where I flattened to the rough, scratchy carpet and tried to force my brain to think of an escape plan. 

Shock numbed me. The fear of waking up in a literal hell prevented me from reaching for scraps of logic that should’ve told me what to do. How to react. How to get the hell out of here. 

As I blearily scanned the room from this wide-angle perspective down on the floor, I couldn’t think. I couldn’t even picture a map in my head of how I could get out. 

The walls were covered in flames. Heat emanated too far, making me drip sweat as I was cooked alive in here. It was the smoke that obliterated me from seeing. From knowing which way to go. From estimating how many feet I’d need to crawl to reach the door and evade the flames. 

Bathroom is over there. 

I squinted and coughed, frantic to orient myself. 

The door is blocked. 

I woke up more, trying to stick with facts than letting the rising tide of panic to freeze me any further than I already was. 

I envisioned the layout, knowing I couldn’t get through the bedroom door. Connected almost directly to the frame of the doorway to the bathroom, it was a fiery dead end. No matter how hard I narrowed my eyes and tried to determine if I could crawl out that way, the worst of the heat fanned out from that direction. 

I was blocked in. 

Trapped. 

Again, I was trapped. 

Unlike the dramatic sensation of being trapped in my relationship with Zeke in Portland, where I felt like I had nowhere to go until I bravely ended it and ran away to be here in Rockford, I was completely trapped here. I needed to run away. I had to escape. Crawling to fresh air was all I could do to survive, but there was no way to break out. 

Dammit! 

This can’t be it. 

Tears streaked from my eyes, from both the smoke and heat as well as the panic that swiftly merged with despair. 

This can’t be it!

I had to get out. I had to survive. 

I carefully began to drag my body, army-crawling over the rough ply of the carpet. Every move served as an extra abrasion from the friction on my arms and legs, but I ignored it, pushing on. 

Staying in place would be suicide. As I panicked for how to get out, I snapped into focus to the point I had to move. Flames were snaking out from the bathroom and bedroom doors. Both frames had been reduced to curvy slopes as the walls were charred away. 

If I didn’t move, I’d be stuck between the bed and the wall. 

A window was on the other side of the room, but it was higher up. 

My panic kicked up as I skirted around the bed, pushing my back against the legs of the bedframe to avoid the snapping, popping fire. 

It’s painted shut. 

The memory of noticing that filled me with more dread. I rounded the bed, inching away from the flames with how slowly it seemed like I was moving. And as I went, I couldn’t escape that fact. I’d wanted to open the windows the other day, just for fresh air, and I gave up on the struggle to slide those windows open. Now, it would be sealing my fate. 

No. I’m not dying like this. 

Not here. 

Not yet. 

On the other side of the bed, I covered my mouth and nose with my pajama shirt. It wouldn’t help. I’d already been in here long enough. All of my face felt like it was melting. My nose, my mouth, my throat. Even my lungs. They were all overheated and raw from the smoke I inhaled. 

Yet, I had to try. Thinking back to the facts of fire safety I’d always known, all the things Chief Schmidt had reiterated at that program not long ago, I strained to cover my face. 

Heat rose. Smoke did too. My odds were better the lower I stayed, but I had to get help. I had to call for someone to get me out of here since I couldn’t get out on my own. The irony stung. I’d cringe about it later. I’d come here to find myself and reclaim my independence, and now I was in the position to depend on someone else to save me. 

I flung my arm up to grab my phone. The slippery case didn’t help. 

Once more, I blindly groped for the device on my nightstand. 

Calling 9-1-1 was my first course of action. 

Tommy and his crew would have to come get me out of this bedroom overtaken by the flames. Slumping to the floor again, I tapped the screen to call in the emergency, sliding the button that would connect to an immediate SOS call without unlocking it. 

A blank screen stared back at me. 

What! 

How the hell—

I squinted to follow the cord I’d yanked it from. It had been plugged in, but it seemed like it had died, no charge to power it on at all. 

Fuck. 

I shook my head, struggling to spot the window. It was higher up, and the frame was painted over enough that it would take someone with more strength than me to force it open. But my hand would work. I could try to bust it out. Wrapping the sheet that had fallen with me, I began to protect my skin for punching the glass. 

Almost there. 

A little more. 

My heart hammered so fast. 

My lungs burned and I couldn’t fill them no matter how fast I breathed with my shirt over half of my face. 

With my hand wrapped, I blinked and braced myself to climb up and get out. 

I could stand on the storage bench.

That was my first attempt. I stood up on the structure, but it wasn’t enough. I could reach the window, but I wasn’t fully at the same height to effectively punch it or climb out. 

Move. Move! Faster!

My thoughts raced, but I couldn’t make my arms and legs speed up. A sickening drowsiness was creeping over me, addling my mind and dragging time. 

Get a box...

I dropped back down to the floor, fighting to get the energy to slide out one of the big plastic totes that were shoved into the bench’s cubby spaces. If I put that on top of the bench and stood on it, then...

I grimaced, using my whole body to hoist the tote box up the two feet that shouldn’t have felt so impossible. It teetered, almost falling back down onto my lap. 

Gasping in between coughs, I gripped the lid to get on top. 

Move. 

Move it. 

Just get out. 

The lid slid off, unlocked with my clumsy lift and drop of it. As I slumped over it, my hand fell on the bag of USB drives I’d stored. 

Wait. 

The photos!

All those irreplaceable pictures of my parents, of me and Paul when we were younger. I couldn’t lose them all. Fisting the bag, I dismissed how stupid it was to worry about taking them with me. But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t lose everything. I’d already packed up my life and relocated to figure out where else I could belong since I didn’t with Zeke or in Portland. 

I didn’t want to dwell on the past. I had to look forward. But in the blurring chaos of facing death like this, trapped in my room, I just couldn’t stomach the pain of losing all of who I once was. We all came from somewhere. Memories shaped us into who we were. 

No matter where I would go next, I had to honor what I couldn’t lose of my past. 

Even if...

Even if... this was it. 

I closed my eyes, fighting to gather the energy to get back up again. To climb. To pull myself up on top of this box and get out. 

But it was too late. 

The smoke challenged me with every breath I tried to take.

The exhaustion of this cloying, suffocating heat robbed my mind. 

Dropping once more, I held on to the bag and my phone, wondering who’d even miss me and mourn me when I was gone. 

Paul would lose the last of his family. 

Maureen and Hannah would say goodbye to me sooner than they expected. 

Tommy...

I curled up, desperate to breathe, as I fell faster asleep. Deep asleep with his handsome face in my mind. 
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TOMMY

Miguel sped away from the station, pushing the truck to reach Lila’s house. 

But it wasn’t fast enough. 

Cars weren’t clogging the streets and holding up the few intersections between the station and her neighborhood. 

But there were still too many obstacles. 

Rockford was a small town, the streets compacted together so most things were within walking distance. 

But we were too far away. 

Tense and locking down on the rush to reach the fire, I swayed with the truck’s turns. I lurched forward with Miguel braking sharply and stopping the truck at the curb. Before I could fall back to the cushion at my back from the sudden halt to my momentum, I was stretching my hand out to grip the handle. 

“Tommy.”

I didn’t wait for Gavin. My friend was jumping out with me, just as urgent to move and get this fire out. 

“Tommy!” 

I was running, rapidly assessing the scene as he caught up to me. 

Angry red flames danced to the darkness of the night. The roof, the outer walls. Through the front windows. Whatever Lila had recently moved into the small, short house was burning. She’d only just arrived. She’d come to town not even a month ago. It was enough time for my heart to seize with fear for her as I witnessed the extent of the flames. 

Gavin ran up to my side. “Let me—” 

“No.” I prepared to pull my hood down. He wasn’t going to tell me to stand back. I wasn’t going to listen to a single second of him telling me to give him the right of way to break in there and save Lila. Any delay was a waste of time to save her. To get her out of there and make sure she was okay. 

“You need to think straight, man. If you’re this emotional about getting her out of there, you’re more prone to making—”

“Mistakes?” I roared, hefting the axe I’d brought to bust in there. Mistakes were what had cost me my best friend’s life. My mistake had killed Luke. But I’d be damned if Gavin put me on the spot and stopped me from doing what I was supposed to do right. 

I was supposed to protect her. I told Lila that I would. So desperate for her to trust me and know I would keep her safe, I promised that she could be secure so long as I was here. 

Gavin was right. I was reacting emotionally. I cared about this woman and I refused to consider defeat in letting her down or be in harm’s way. 

He was also wrong. I’d learned from my mistakes the first time. I knew better than to let the fear get to me. Instead of freaking out that I’d be too late, I locked down on the fact that I was here now. 

“Dakota, the east side,” I yelled, ignoring Gavin and looking at the street. She nodded at the alarm on a car that was parked next to the house, a further risk with the gas tank that could blow. While she and Miguel worked the hoses and John rushed out toward the house, more lights lit up the street as a cop cruiser pulled up and braked suddenly. 

“Let’s go,” I yelled at Gavin. 

He could protest whether I was mentally fit to rush in this house to save the woman he suspected I had feelings for. And he would still follow me into the burning building regardless, ready to do his job no matter the circumstances.

As I tried to open the door—a simple but often overlooked tactic that sometimes saved time when we could hack at the wood while turning the knob was faster—he scanned the windows. 

“Looks like it’s hottest toward the west, rear.” 

I marked his cues and lifted the axe to break in the door. 

Glass shattered as something exploded and burned faster, probably in the kitchen. More flames pushed out, growing hotter and thicker and bigger with the input of more oxygen. Now with the windows providing that fuel, the whole building would incinerate at a faster pace. 

The science behind it all was imbedded in my brain. The years of training, of practice, of staying fit to overcome the physical and mechanical extremes. All of it geared me to haul ass and get inside. 

She has to be okay. 

I swallowed hard, bringing the axe down on the door harder. 

She has to be alive.

I’d played that mantra the night Luke died too, but I couldn’t allow my past fears to mess with my concentration now. 

Determined to win against death, to find her, I brought the axe down again, harder. That was three times now and half of the door panel was splintered. Weakened. I dropped the axe to the side and took one step back. Bracing for impact, the hit that wouldn’t be completely dulled with my bunker gear covering my body, I twisted as I ran, plowing my shoulder against the partially cracked entrance. 

I was in.

Familiar with the danger, the heat, the roaring and hissing of the fire eating up the structure, I looked around to map out the routes, the rooms. Gavin rushed in with me, ready to seek and save. Behind him, John was charging in to start with the hoses. Outside, Dakota and Miguel would attack the fire too. 

“Lila!” I yelled it as loud as I could as I started pushing through the flames. “Lila!” 

Gavin called out for her too as we entered the main foyer space. 

One glance was all we shared. From the many times of rushing into fires just like this one, we knew how to move. How to coordinate and work. 

As he hurried toward the east end of the home, I took off toward the west. John followed me, both of us pushing furniture and fallen chunks of the walls and ceilings out of our way. 

Barreling through the flames that had already weakened the door frames of a small room, I roved my gaze side to side, hunting, searching, and preparing to run even faster. 

She has to be okay. 

She has to be alive. 

Please. 

I fought back the panicky mantra. 

It wasn’t an effort of positive thinking, mind over matter and all that. 

It was desperation. Begging the world. Praying to the universe. 

Please. Please, be alive. 

Running forward, I called out for her and scanned the floor. Bits of burned material dropped past me. Part of the ceiling crashed down, smacking John’s shoulder. 

Fuck. I couldn’t lose another friend. “John!” 

He nodded, still standing and shrugging off the debris. Seeing him lift his arm was all the cue I needed to know he was stable, that he was all right and with me. 

“I’m going to check by the window,” I said as he raised his arms to spray more flames. 

Without waiting for him to acknowledge me, I pushed through the smoke. Even though the front windows were shattered open, it was too far on the opposite side of the house to suck the air clear. Crouching over in a low jog, I rounded what remained of the bed, the covers catching flames as I hurried past it. 

She wasn’t in bed. 

She hadn’t been in the living room. John would check the bathroom. Gavin would search the kitchen side. 

But it wouldn’t matter where they went. 

Because she was right there. On the carpet, curled up and unmoving. 

I’d found her. 

Half of the fear that threatened to dominate my soul faded. She wasn’t missing. She wasn’t trapped under anything and hidden from sight. 

She was there!

“Lila!” I dropped, checking her over immediately. 

She didn’t answer. 

She didn’t react. 

I moved her onto her side, finding her eyes closed, her mouth shut. Dirty grime dusted her face from the soot falling through the air. 

“Fuck. Come on, Lila. Lila!” My gloves were too thick for me to feel for a pulse, to check her and inventory her closely. Her chest rose and fell steadily though, proving she was still alive. Still breathing, but just barely. 

“Tommy!” 

At John’s shout, I hunched over more. Scooping Lila into my arms and using my back to block her from whatever John was alerting me to, I tensed and waited until the impact of some of the roof and ceiling crashed down behind me. Vibrations rocked through me, traveling up from the floor then through my legs. It didn’t make me break my hold on her though. I didn’t scare me from fighting on and getting her out of here. 

“Clear!” Gavin called out, coming toward this ruined end of the house. “I didn’t find anyone.” 

“I’ve got her,” I replied, standing with her limp weight in my arms. She was so petite that she curled into my embrace, her hands still fisted around a Ziploc bag and her phone. 

“Is she—” Gavin jumped toward the side as more of the debris dropped, blocking us from exiting the way we came. 

“The car’s too close and they’re not getting the flames down fast enough,” I shouted. 

The whole place was going to blow. 

“This way,” I yelled, directing them toward what was probably the closet. It was nearly burned though, but between John putting out what he could and the others fighting with the hoses on the outside, we could break through the weakened opening there. 

Bricks stayed stacked closest to the foundation, but whatever wood remained of the exterior walls was burned and broken in. 

I ran, holding Lila securely in my arms. Gavin and John followed. 

As soon as we were clear from the house, sprinting toward the street, the explosion went off. 

Instinctively ducking at the shockwave, I tucked Lila against my chest and ran harder yet. 

“EMS is at the back,” Gavin yelled, directing to where to get the fastest help for Lila. 

She wasn’t coughing. 

She wasn’t stirring from the football-like run I was giving her. 

Please. Come on, Lila. Please be okay.

Leaving the chaos of the fire behind me, I kept running. Sprinting to help. The ambulance’s lights shone violently against the
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